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I HONORARY DEGREES, AS CONFERRED IN AMERICAN 
COLLEGES. 



(A paper read before tbe MhUodhJ EducMioDBl As>«:iiitioD. at NubclLle, TeDD., Julf. I«e9.> 

Twenty-two years ago President D. C. Gilman called attentiou in the Nation 
(August 1, 1S67) to some of the evils connected with the wholesale bestowal 
■ of honorary doctorates in law and theology, asserting that "the mode in 
which hoDorary degrees are conferred in this country is a aham and a shame," 
"It is so easy to get a degree," he charges, "so many men of slight acquisi- 
tions have obtained degrees, that it is now the way to apply for these honors; 
and if the secret sessions of college corporations were made public, there 
would be au astounding revelation of intimations and open requests and in- 
dorsements. Memliers of tbe faculties of colleges are constantly applied to 
to lend their iniluence to secure a doctorate for this person or that. By de- 
signed coincidences, letters are sometimes received from distant points and 
from very diflereut writers, calling attention to tbe peculiar meriu of this or 
that candidate, and recommending him to favorable consideration." 

Ex-President Wuolsey, also, in an article on "Academic Degrees," pub- 
lished in the Century, July, 1884, says : " If there are excrescences in the 
system, such as seem to be hurtful to tbe advance of real study, every edu- 
cated man ought to desire that they should disappear. Such we hold to be 
honorary degrees, especially doctorates in law and in theology; and we be- 
lieve them to be so little in accord with solid learning that we could wish 
them to be suppressed, or, if that is impossible, checked and regulated." 
"The desire to obtain the honor is a desire which no man should indulge," 
says he further, "and yet the uncertainty and unreasonableness of the rules 
of selection provoke such a desire, especially in persons who have no good 
claims by which it can be justified." 

Jly own experience confirms for the South the truth of the charges made 
by these distinguished college men against the American mode of conferring 
honorary degrees. Before the first commencement after I became a mem- 
ber of the faculty of a college In South Carolina, a request was received 
from certain gentlemen of a distant State asking that the degree of D.D, 
be conferred on Rev. - — — , of that State. In addition to the high quali- 
fications claimed for the reverend gentleman, it was stated that be had 
written a book, and it was thought that the degree would aid him in getting 
a publisher and help the sale of the book. Not a member of the faculty 
knew the candidate or any of his friends, and they promptly declined to 
recommend the bestowal of the degree. Another request that I remember 
was signed by two or three very well-known clergymen B.skvQ'j. •Oos*. *. *in^- 
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torate in theology be granted a preacher from a distant State, who was prac- 
tically unknown to every member of the faculty, the only ground for the 
request, so far as known, being the fact that the nominee had been elected 
to some important church office. I was told that such requests had been 
not infrequent in the history of the institution. But suppose the college 
had been weak enough to yield, what would have been the effect? The 
uninitiated would of course have taken the fact that the degree came from 
a distant college as proof of the extensive reputation of the new doctor. 

A young preacher of promise, considerably under thirty years of age, told 
me some time ago that being one day at Dr. B.'s, that gentleman said to 

him, " I am writing to College to ask that the degree of D. D. be 

conferred on Mr. A.;" and added, "if you would like the degree, I'll offer 
your name, too." The young man declined; but Mr. A. got the degree. I 
happen to know that Mr. A.'s name was sent at the same time to another 
colleges which declined to grant him the honor, and thus deprived him of 
the great glory of being doubly dubbed. I believe that the above is not an 
uncommon way of securing honorary degrees, especially that of D. D. 

The ablest preachers generally get the degree, but so many others receive 
the same honor that its value is greatly impaired. President Woolsey's re- 
mark that " They carry with them no evidence of learning, but only a certain 
indefinite superiority above others in the same sacred calling," is eminently 
true. One of the ablest men whom Tennessee has produced used to say : 
"Some men are doctored for their learning, some for general ability; but I 
was doctored on the demand of the people." I venture to say that seldom 
does a college take the trouble to ascertain what qualifications in the way of 
erudition or literary ability the candidate may have. Prominence, general 
reputation, preaching ability, success as an evangelist, determine the bestowal 
so far as the recipient is concerned ; various motives of policy often influence 
the college. A striking example in proof is at hand. One of the strongest 
literary institutions in the South has lately conferred D. D. on a man who, 
if he had continued his college course, would at the time he received his 
doctorate have just finished his junior year in Vanderbilt University. The 
cavsa honoris in this case was a successful pastorate in the college town. 

It not uncommonly happens that the preachers, the newspapers, the people, 
doctor a man before the colleges are called in. A city could easily be men- 
tioned where a preacher of any prominence is seldom introduced to an audi- 
ence, or mentioned in the papers, except as " doctor," and this without any 
regard for the facts in the case. It was observed at the General Conference 
of the Methodist Church, held in Nashville, in 1882, that on some occasions 
the presiding bishop recognized every preacher who rose to speak as "Doc- 
tor , from ." And at the meeting of the same body in Rich- 
mond, 1886, it is said, the committee on public worship, announcing the 
appointments for the various pulpits the following Sunday, read every ap- 
pointee as " doctor," until the matter became so ridiculous that the confer- 



ence burst into laughter. It is not to be supposed that anybody was in 
doubt as to anybody's title. It simply is, or is getting to be, the custom. 

The evil we complain of, like so maay others in educational matters, has 
come from the over-multiplication of small colleges; and the absurdity to 
which honorary degree-giving has been carried in some of the weaker back- 
woods or "one-horse" colleges is almost beyond belief. The story that went 
the rounds of the papers, a year or two back, about the Texas university 
whose faculty consisted of a father and two sons, the latter of whom conferred 
the degree of LL.D. on the old gentleman, receiving in return each a doc- 
torate of philosophy from the grateful sire, created not a little amusement, 
and was doubtless considered only a huge joke. 

But if the Texas story was considered too funny to be true, what will be 
thought of this which comes from Arkansas and is vouched for by a preacher : 
" ■- — ■ — - Springs" had got on a boom, like most other Southern towns 
and springs, and the public-spirited citizens determined that they needed, 
not, as the General Court of Massachusetts in 1647, a school, but in con- 
formity with the era of booms, a college. They were persuaded to this action 
by a sewing-machine agent, who proposed to be president of the institution. 
One load of lumber was brought and thrown down upon the lot selected for 
the college, and on this tb% board of trustees took their seats and held their 
first session. The only business transacted was the election of the sewing- 
machine agent to the degree of D.D., after which they adjourned — to meet 
no more, for the man with the needle left with his degree, and the eotlege 
was abandoned. 

There are competent witnesses still living who could testify in the case of 
the man who iu consideration of a donation of S10,0<X) to a certain college, 
now happily defunct, was to receive a doctorate in theology. The college 
performed its part, but the donation was not made. If that gentleman had 
only known of the institution which is said to have conferred D. D, on the 
generous donor of a Webster's Unabridged Dictionary, he might have gone 
down to the grave with the coveted title, and a better name for honesty in 
keeping his contracts. 

In Tennessee, two at least, within my knowledge, of the so-called "female 
colleges" have conferred honorary doctorates of law or divinity. One of 
these cases happened on this wise: The "female college" was about to die 
of inanition, and the president, calling the board of trustees together for 
the last time, got them to confer the degree of LL. D. upon himself and two 
others, one a popular preacher. 

A very good remark about honorary doctorates of this character is cred- 
ited to the Rev. Sam Jones. Meeting one day two D. D.'s of recent brand, 
he said: "So, brethren, you are D. D.'s now? Well, that thing is coming 
to me some of these days. I feel it iu my bones. Not that I am going up 
to it; but when I see such men as you getting it, I know it is coming down, 
and it will get to me after awhile." 
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the dasB toivhich it belong, (namelf, B.D., LL.B., M.D. and Fh.D., degie«e con- 
feried after eiaminatioii,) and its transfer to the olsas of honorary degrees." 

My impression is, that in most cases where Ph. D. has been conferred it 
has been given as a sort of lower LL. D., and just as LL. D. would be given, 
with or without regard to attainments in physical science. In every instance 
that has come within my own knowledge this has been the case. 

In one other point, too, President Woolsey is wrong. Many persons, 
doubtless, have supposed, as he did, that the colleges thus conferring Ph. D. 
as an honorary degree were "chiefly if not entirely seated in the Western 
States." But the report of the Commissioner of Education tells a different 
tale. From 1872 to 188S inclusive, 358 honorary doctorates of philosophy 
were conferred in the United States, and 156 of these were given in New 
York, Pennsylvania, Delaware, and New Jersey, while only 107 were given 
in ten Western States. New England has a better record in this respect 
than the three Middle States, but 44 honorary doctorates of philosophy 
were conferred in New England colleges, Dartmouth leading with 20; 
Williams, University of Vermont, and Amherst, 5 each; Bowdoin and 
Lewis College, 3 each; Colby, Bates, and Maine Agricultural and Me- 
chanical College, 1 each. In 12 Southern States 44 such doctorates were 
conferred, and 6 in the District of Columbia. All will readily agree with 
President Woolaey in his objection to the custom which has come into vogue 
of making the degree honorary; it is simply tiiat he is wrong as to geo- 
graphical distribution. 

It is a pity that the custom has not been confined to small colleges, for 
then it might easily be rendered ridiculous, and so checked ; but when such 
a protest as that of the Philological and Scientific Associations is unheeded 
by institutions like Princeton, Amherst, Michigan University, Lafayette, 
Dartmouth, Hamilton, Madison, Union, Dickinson, Western Reserve, Uni- 
versity of Wisconsin, University of North Carolina, De Pauw, University of 
theCity of New York—: all of which conferred Ph.D. aa an honorary degree 
the year after the protest or later — it cannot be hoped that the weaker in- 
stitutions, West, South, or East, will serioualy heed the protests of scholars. 

Perhaps nothing shows more clearly how serious is the evil connected 
with the bestowal of honorary degrees, complained of by Presidents Wool- 
sey and Gilmau, as the growth of the custom of conferring Ph. D. as an 
honorary doctorate. The value of the degree, which in Ciermany is the 
reward purely of scholarship as proved by examination and other tests, 
was speedily impaired when colleges big and little all over the land began 
to confer it as a sort of inferior LL. D. A table will easily show the spread 
of this as an honorary degree: 
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It will be seen that the protest of the philological and scient 
tions had seemingly some temporary effect, inasmuch as there was a drop 
down from 29 colleges conferring 49 honorary doctorates of philo80]>hy in 
1881, to 17 colleges with 30 such degrees in 1882; but the very next year 
the nnmber of colleges so bestowing the degree had again riseli to 25 and 
the degrees to 36. 

The worst feature of the matter, however, is not the increase in the num- 
ber of honorary doctorates of philosophy, but in the advance in the number 
of colleges, especially small colleges — Western, Middle, aud Southern — 
so conferring the degree. For we find that whereas only seven colleges from 
five States so conferred the degree in 1872, up to 1885 111 colleges from 
32 States bad so bestowed it. These included all the Middle States, four 
New England, ten Western, thirteen Southern, and the District of Columbia. 
In other words, the custom has spread over the whole country. A hasty 
glance at the list of 111 colleges that have conferred honorary Ph. D.'s will 
show that while a number of leading colleges — some of which were men- 
tioned above — have set the bad example, it has been- followed principally 
by the smaller and weaker colleges of the Middle, Western, and Southern 
States.* 

With regard to A.M., the custom was formerly well-nigh universal in 
American colleges of conferring this second degree three years after gradu- 
ation on those of their graduates who were engaged in a literary calling, or 
had prosecuted further studies in any branch. The University of Virginia 
introduced the English custom of conferring A. M. on examination, just as 
A. B. Of late years most of the best colleges have adopted this plan ; but 
very many, perhaps most, colleges that confer honorary degrees, though they 
may have ceased to give A.M. three years after graduation to any of their 
graduates who apply, still confer it as an honorary degree ou their own 
graduates or others. In 1880—1 looked no farther back — 119 honorary 
A. M.'s were conferred; in 1881, 180; in 1882, 138; in 1883, 149; in 1884, 
178; in 1885, 140. In these six years, too, I find at least 25 colleges not 
reported as conferring honorary doctorates which conferred A. M., thus 
swelling the number to 275. Morever, as the term " in course" leaves it 
undetermined whether the degree is conferred on examination or three years 
after graduation on application, it is reasonable to inter that the number of 
actual honorary A. M.'s is very much greater still. 

One fact of promise for the future is that most of the recently founded, 
well-endowed and equipped colleges and universities do not confer honorary 
degrees. The University of Virginia in this, as iu so many other respects, 
set a good example to other institutions, and has never since the opening ia 

■Ai lo IndJTiduil cgUcges, tbe blghesl DumlHr or hoDoniiT doctonUeB of pblloHpby dutlDg tba 
(DDrteeD yuan belun)(i M L>ra;eUe, namDl}', M; next cumu PriucelDn, SI i tben S&rtmoutli, JD; the 
VolTenll; at Wooaler. 90; Uolienltj- of Ihe CH; of New York, IS; HaiuiltoD, IE; Wublo^ton and 
Je&miD, 13; Union, 11; Mkdiaon llDlienltj' and FsuiiByliaDis College, 7 rocb; Dulveraltjr of MIbU- 
7; WbiMto Beaene Cellege, 6 ; Ihe olheta, team B to 1. 
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1825 departed from the rule to confer no honorary degrees. She has had a 
goodly and eminently respectable, if not large, following in Boston Univer- 
sity, University of California, Vanderbilt,* Purdue, Tulane, University of 
Texas, and in three of the four best female colleges, namely, Smith, Wellesly, 
and Bryn Mawr. 

Honorary degrees properly bestowed and in reasonable number could not 
be detrimental. In the best educational systems of Europe they still obtain. 
But it is clear that the reductio ad absurdum is about accomplished in the 
United States. At least 365 universities and colleges have the right to con- 
fer honorary degrees, and within fourteen years 275 separate institutions are 
found to have exercised the right. And this makes no allowance for the 
colleges that confer degrees but do not report. These would swell the num- 
ber considerably. In 1872 the Commissioner of Education received reports 
from 298 collies, and'of these 83 conferred 235 honorary doctorates ; thir- 
teen years later (1884) he received reports from 347 colleges, but this time 
139 colleges conferred 320 honorary doctorates. Can even so great a country 
as the United States produce learned men, great men, or even strong men, suffi- 
cient to keep the mills going? But are all these institutions really entitled— 
except by their charters — to confer honorary degrees? President Woolsey 
thinks, "Where, in a place of learning a certain branch of study is not 
taught, there ought to be no degrees given in it." Applying this test, we 
find that only forty-eight colleges and universities were reported in 1884 as 
having theological departments, but a single glance at many of the names 
in the list shows that if the doctorates might, by being limited to these, be 
lessened in number, they would not be improved in quality. 

Several honorary degrees have recently been conferred by the great col- 
leges on women — and surely no one can find fault with this if the degrees 
are confined to such women — and this will help for a time to bring up the 
general average of quality among the doctors. But even this new supply 
can give only temporary relief. With 250 colleges giving honorary doctor- 
ates, the market is sure to be overstocked, and values to depreciate. 

Then, too, if the boards of trustees of two or three so-called "female col- 
leges " have conferred honorary doctorates, what is to hinder the practice 
from becoming general? What if the legion of these so-called "female 
colleges " all over the South and Southwest had taken to conferring honorary 
degrees, and had bestowed these honors after the manner in which most of 
them now grant their diplomas? Add the fact that at least two military 
academies and six agricultural colleges and industrial universities (which. 
President Woolsey supposes, " would not think of conferring the degree with 
which we have to do") have conferred honorary doctorates. What is to hin- 
der others from doing likewise? Is it not, after all, a mercy that matters 
are not worse ? 

* Reserves the right to confer honorary degrees, but has exercised it only once, and then gave ample 
reasons for making an exception to its announced rule of conduct in favor of an eminent aeliQilsr. 
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